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Venn diagram helps put things in perspective and often prompts new research 
or deeper inquiry. Care should be taken, however, not to make the diagrams too 
complex by adding levels of precision that may not be justified.

▸▸ The Method
Venn Analysis is an agile tool that can be applied in various ways. It is a simple 
process but can spark prolonged debate. The following steps show how Venn 
Analysis can be used to examine the validity of an argument:

✶✶ Represent the elements of a statement or argument as circles. Use large 
circles for large concepts or quantities.

✶✶ Examine the boundaries of the circles. Are they well defined or “fuzzy”? 
How are these things determined, measured, or counted?

✶✶ Consider the impact of time. Are the circles growing or shrinking? This is 
especially important when looking at trends.

✶✶ Check the relative size and relationships between the circles. Are any 
assumptions being made?

✶✶ Ask whether there are elements within the circles or larger circles that 
should be added.

✶✶ Examine and compare overlapping areas. What is found in each zone? 
What is significant about the size of each zone? Are these sizes likely to 
change over time?

▸▸ Example
Consider this analytic judgment: “The substantial investments state-owned 
companies in the fictional country of Zambria are making in major U.S. port 
infrastructure projects pose a threat to U.S. national security.”

Using Venn Analysis, the analyst would first draw a large circle to represent 
the autocratic state of Zambria, a smaller circle within it representing state-owned 
enterprises, and small circles within that circle to represent individual state-owned 
companies. A mapping of all Zambrian corporations would include more circles 
to represent other private-sector companies as well as a few that are partially 
state-owned (see Figure 4.9c). Simply constructing this diagram raises several 
questions, such as: What is the percentage of companies that are state-owned, 
partially state-owned, and in the private sector? How does this impact the size of 
the circles? What is the definition of “state-owned”? What does “state-owned” imply 
politically and economically in a nondemocratic state like Zambria? Do these 
distinctions even matter?

The diagram should also prompt the analyst to examine several assumptions 
implicit in the questions:

✶✶ Does state-owned equate to state-controlled?

✶✶ Should we assume that state-owned enterprises would act contrary to 
U.S. interests?

✶✶ Would private-sector companies be less hostile or even supportive of free 
enterprise and U.S. interests?

Each of these assumptions, made explicit by the Venn diagram, can now be 
challenged. For example, the original statement may have oversimplified the problem. 
Perhaps the threat may be broader than just state-owned enterprises. Could Zambria 
exert influence through its private companies or private-public partnerships?

The original statement also refers to foreign investment in U.S. port 
infrastructure projects. If this is represented by a circle, it would be enveloped by a 
larger circle showing U.S. business involvement in port infrastructure improvement 
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